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Introduction 
 
Jeffery Wainright writes that the central paradox of poetry results from two 
conflicting desires: the desire to ‘say something meaningful and memorable’ and the 
desire to say nothing and simply delight in the nature of language itself (203). The 
contradiction is as old as the art, however, however, the question still remains: how 
can a poet engage with the two poles in a meaningful way? What strategies and tools 
can a poet use to achieve this? Often the tension between form and content is 
provisionally mitigated by poetry that gives too much weight to what is being 
expressed, rather than the form of its expression. As a result the intensity of the 
content stands in for the crafting of the linguistic material, which should contribute to 
the readers response. There are many contemporary writers who engage with these 
topics in poetics, however, I have chosen to use a small selection of poems by 
Matthew Welton as a case study because they provide useful technical lessons on 
navigating the impasses of the conventional lyric. The relationship between form and 
content is at the heart of nearly every art form and fundamental questions arise from 
it: what is being said? How do the materials construct what is being said? What value 
do the writer and the reader place on these components? The issues are simple to state 
in general terms but difficult to resolve in relation to particular poems due to their 
subjective nature. I analyse poems from the collections The Book of Matthew and the 
unusually titled We needed coffee but we’d got ourselves convinced that the later we 
left it the better it would taste, and, as the country grew flatter and the roads became 
quiet and dusk began to colour the sky, you could guess from the way we returned the 
radio and unfolded the map or commented on the view that the tang of determination 
had overtaken our thoughts, and when, fidgety and untalkative but almost home, we 
drew up outside the all-night restaurant, it felt like we might just stay in the car, 
listening to the engine and the gentle sound of the wind. I have chosen to focus on a 
select few poems from each collection because it allows me to concentrate on their 
integral components, which provide tools for answering questions that are altogether 
far-reaching and abstract. I have split my thesis into three chapters (‘Pleasure’, 
‘Constraint’, and ‘Genre’) because each framework provides a unique apparatus that 
brings different elements of the text to the fore.  
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Procedural writing forms an important part of Welton’s poetic praxis, and theories 
and critiques of this practice are useful for examining how it functions in his poetry. 
Welton regularly uses constraints, however, his intensions are significantly different 
from those of Oulipo. He uses procedures and constraints as provisional tools to aid 
him in creating good poems. What constitutes a good, bad or great poem is obviously 
subjective, and I use Deleuze’s concept of percepts and affects to help clarify this 
contentious idea. In What is Philosophy? he writes that in order to create a successful 
work the poet must create sensations, percepts and affects whose validity lies in their 
system of interactions (164). The organisation of these percepts and affects must have 
a degree of robustness such that they hold up as units of poetry in a range of contexts. 
Welton combines unusual rhetorical structures, aspects of lyric poetry, attention to 
rhythm and vocabulary to create blocs of percepts and affects that attain this durable 
quality. Welton operates his constraints with a fairly open hand; they are usually 
simple and usually exhibit rhythmic and sound patterns, which have often been 
ignored by the Oulipo in favour of the visual features of a text. Examples of this can 
be seen in ‘I must say that at first it was difficult work’ (the constraint is a repetition 
of lines that are loosely homophonic) and ‘Four-letter words’ (the constraint is 
described in the title). These poems demonstrate that a form-driven composition need 
not be content-poor or systematically frustrate the reader’s sense-making reflexes. 
Welton doesn’t neglect the reader and he doesn’t preference the exercise over the 
quality of the poem itself.  
 
Welton avoids alienating the reader through adopting traits of what Roland Barthes 
describes as readerly texts. In The Pleasure of the Text Barthes posits the distinction 
between readerly and writerly texts. This is advantageous for examining Welton’s 
poetry because his use of constraints and proceduralism appeal to the writerly 
elements of a text while his use of narrative, character and setting appeal to the 
readerly. The Pleasure of the Text is built upon the division of plaisir and jouissance, 
however Jonathan Culler writes that Barthes seems to suggest that textual pleasure 
and its effects depend upon the possibility of finding writerly features in comfortable 
readerly texts, and making ecstatic writerly texts sufficiently readable (B 83). That the 
comfortable and the ecstatic texts can work together in a symbiotic relationship is 
	 7	
illustrated by Welton’s use of readerly and writerly features in his poems. There are, 
however, conceptual advantages to be gained by dismantling the binary division of 
pleasure, as argued by Deleuze in ‘Dualism, Monism and Multiplicities’ where he 
suggests that we rethink the very terms of pleasure to avoid endlessly splitting subject 
models (97). From this shifted position, pleasure can be seen as an ongoing 
constructive process, which is advantageous for examining Welton’s work.  He 
surrenders his initial design ideas to process, and in doing so constructs poems that 
stand up on their own in a range of different contexts. 
 
Barthes’ theories focus on analysing and categorising texts, however, The Pleasure of 
the Text is also in large part an examination of the experience of reading. Welton’s 
poetry induces many different styles of reading, and that is one of its central 
pleasures. The generic framework a text is read through impacts upon the way it is 
read.  John Frow’s theories on genre are relevant for analysing Welton’s work 
because he highlights how the relations between a reader and a text are organised in 
structured situations of address, that are tied to the rhetorical structure of genre (74). 
Welton’s poems use genre to set up an expectation in the reader, which is then 
subverted by another genre. His generic subversions function as a kind of 
‘defamiliarization’ — a term coined by Viktor Shklovsky to describe the process of 
making objects unfamiliar in art (16). 
 
 
In producing my poems I haven’t attempted to replicate Welton’s praxis but I have 
used his work as a jumping-off point. I utilise the subversion of genre to 
defamiliarize, I attempt to balance readerly and writerly elements to engage the reader 
while challenging them. The use of repetition, versions, variations and constraints has 
been important in generating both texts and ideas, which I could not have accessed 
without the procedures. My analysis of Welton’s poetry provides a useful framework 
for understanding the strategies that I have employed in attempting to navigate the 
impasses of the conventional lyric. 
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Chapter One: Constraint 
The work of the Oulipo has largely been an inquiry into the literary consequences of 
the use of formal constraints and it is thanks to them that proceduralism is accepted as 
being ‘experimental’. Matthew Welton’s praxis stems from this ethos, however, 
within the many iterations of the Oulipo there have been varying attitudes towards the 
point, effect and philosophy of potential literature. It is important to consider the ways 
in which Welton’s poetry differs from the Oulipo’s. As I mentioned in the 
introduction,  there is a central tension in poetry that stems from the ‘attraction to two 
poles’, one towards the desire convey a message, and the other to say nothing, but to 
experiment with language itself (Wainwright 203). One of the strengths of Welton’s 
poetry is that he gives equal attention to these ‘poles’ without letting one suppress the 
other; for Welton, one informs the other. His curiosity and dedication to the nature of 
words allows him to say uniquely memorable and meaningful things without ever 
becoming overly dry or obscure like some Oulipian texts. In her chapbook Poetry is 
Not a Project, Dorothea Lasky writes, ‘the problem I am pointing out, I guess, when I 
tell you that poetry is not a project, is the problem that a good deal of my own poetry 
idols used projects as generative forces in their poems. But the poems were the most 
important parts of the whole thing. If a project does not get to a real poem, then it is 
not important to your work because it generates nothing’ (16). While Lasky’s 
statement invites endless disagreement over what counts as ‘real poem’, it is not 
without value. Consider Raymond Queneau’s A Hundred Thousand Billion Poems: 
his achievement is remarkable but the project seems to be more important than the 
poems and disregards the person reading those poems. A Hundred Thousand Billion 
Poems would take a reader 200 million years to read in its entirety while reading 
twenty-four hours a day. How many great poems are there in amongst the billions? 
The original ten are very interesting, but how many others? Hundreds? Fifty? 
Twenty? The name of the Oulipo (Ouvroir de littérature potentielle) can be roughly 
translated as ‘workshop of potential literature’ and they define littérature potentielle 
as ‘the seeking of new structures and patterns which may be used by writers in any 
way they please’ (Queneau 140). The Oulipo’s intention as a collective is to invent 
new constraints. In contrast, Welton’s goal is to write (what Lasky would call) a ‘real 
poem’ and he employs constraints as a tool for achieving this.  
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Welton uses characteristics of lyric poetry while working within constraints and it is 
this combination of elements that make his poems rise above the ‘project poem’. The 
term ‘lyric poetry’ is contentious, however for my purposes some defining traits of 
the genre are the cultivation of rhythm, line breaks, musical qualities, length, themes 
(seasons, thoughts, moods and memories) and the poems’ subjective quality. Welton’s 
poetry differs from the lyric tradition in his use of rhetorical structures, constraints 
and speaking positions, which I will elaborate on in greater detail in chapter three. 
Jonathan Culler writes that ‘rhythm gives lyric a somatic quality that novels and other 
extended forms lack— the experience of rhythm linking it to the body and, perhaps, 
to the rhythms of various natural processes— and thus contributes both to a different 
sort of pleasure from those promoted by novels’ (TL 138). I would argue that some 
Oulipian poets and certain strands of contemporary conceptualism value structure and 
rule over somatic pleasure and the evocation of sensory experience, whereas Welton 
is wary of formal abstraction and careful to counteract it with features of lyric poetry. 
Welton touches on this in a discussion of his process: ‘for me, it is in the poems that I 
make mathematically where I try hardest to make things sound “natural” and avoid 
the angularity or disjointedness that can sometimes come in poems written through a 
very contrived process’ (qtd. in Wainwright 208). Jan Baetens writes there is a need 
for literature that addresses language’s essential artificiality (121), however, the 
artificiality of language has frequently been used as a pretext for disregarding the 
relationship between what is being written and the speech patterns that surround us 
and inhabit us. This has led to angular or disjointed writing, which is a recurring 
feature of Oulipian texts. Welton’s poetry simultaneously addresses the artificiality 
and the materiality of language; he is a craftsman who knows that language is a 
tangible material with varying qualities and sensitivities that, with skill, can be shaped 
into many forms. Welton takes language’s artificiality and couples it to elements of 
lyric poetry, with a commitment to rhythm and cadence, to write a truly contemporary 
kind of lyric that understands the artificiality of language and the power of rhetoric.  
 
Many of the constraints that Welton uses in his work are simple or loose and this 
follows what Baetens describes as ‘the dramatic shift since the first meetings of the 
Oulipo: what is stressed now is clearly the “demonstration” rather that the “theorem”’ 
(124). In the poem ‘Four-letter words’ (35-40) from Welton’s collection We needed 
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coffee but…  the sound is closely tied to the theorem, which is articulated in the 
demonstration. Sound is a sense that has largely been ignored by the Oulipo, which 
has focused more on the visual sign. For Welton there is always an emphasis on 
imagery, the sound of the words, their semantic meaning, and importantly the balance 
between all these components. ‘Four-letter words’ plays on the assumptions of the 
reader and this is one of the various strategies that Welton uses to draw the reader into 
the text. The constraint is self-explanatory, there are six sections each titled by words 
with four letters (‘eins’, ‘zwei’, ‘drei’, ‘vier’, ‘fünf’ and ‘coda’). He lays his cards on 
the table while winking at the reader, engaging in a sly play edging around the 
constraint and clichéd four-letter swear words that the reader might expect. In 
addition to this the reader is encouraged to participate in the play of the poem through 
Welton’s use of the second person and a slight bending of the four-letter word rule 
with words like ‘it’ll’, ‘d’you’, ‘oops’, ‘blam’, ‘zing’, ‘ting’, ‘urgh’,  ‘whew’, 
‘hmmm’ and splitting the word ‘somebody’ into ‘some body’. Participation is further 
encouraged through the numerous questions in the poem like ‘What have they done 
with your nice tidy flat? / D’you find you’d have more lice here than itsy pink ants?’ 
and his use of the imperative mood with ‘Grab your flab’, ‘Play with your fork’ and 
‘Push your door ajar. Fill your guts with good, weak wine’, which create the sense 
that Welton is challenging the reader to get involved in the poem.  ‘vier’ is a tongue-
twister designed to make you say the classic four-letter swear words that it doesn’t 
actually contain; in doing this the reader becomes a co-conspirator rather than a 
passive reader. The ‘vier’ section is mostly ‘near’ words interjected with sporadic 
‘real’ words, although in the context of this poem the real words hold as much (or as 
little) meaning as the made-up words, for example ‘funt, funk, fuse, fume, fusm, fuss, 
futs, fuss, furk’ and ‘fuag, fuut, cuut, fuim, cuim’. In relation to the other sections of 
the poem (which, while being absurd, are structured like regular phrases and make 
logical sense), ‘vier’ resembles the outburst of a nervous breakdown of a breathless 
character who is attempting to escape, to let off steam, to swear. The constraint is the 
central generative force in the poem, but it is also important in shaping the aesthetic 
of the poem. Phrases like ‘Lose your door keys. Kick over your lamp. / Pour your self 
some beer. Grab some fish-head stew.’ and ‘Play with your hair. Flip open your 
head.’ demonstrate how the four-letter restriction gives the speaker a manic character 
and stuttered movements like the effect of a stop-motion animation. ‘Four-letter 
	 11	
words’ challenges Charles Olson’s assertion that ‘form is never more than an 
extension of content’ (attributed to Robert Creeley in Projective Verse). Welton’s 
poem is driven by form rather than content, but the content is still essential, the 
semantic and musical elements are balanced with the constraint. 
 
In their introduction to The Routledge Companion to Experimental Literature, the 
editors Bray, Gibbons and McHale write that ‘Process-oriented art values the 
experience of making over the thing made, and that experience is often a shared one, 
involving the reader’s or viewer’s collaboration’(13). Although the process is 
ostensibly inclusive of the reader, if the collaboration is merely gestured at, process-
oriented art can seem self-	centered. This is a pertinent issue in the process-oriented 
‘Subway Poems’ by Jacques Jouet, which are poems ‘composed during a journey in 
the subway. / There are as many lines in a subway poem as there are stations in your 
journey, minus one.’ (64). Each line is composed mentally as the train is travelling 
between stations and written down during the period that the train has stopped at a 
station. While it may be interesting for a reader to learn about how the poems were 
written, their composition is a process that only Jouet can truly participate in, i.e. it is 
his journey through an actual environment at a specific moment time — a context that 
is inaccessible to the reader. Welton uses a number of strategies to draw the reader in 
to his compositional process and many of them can be observed in his poem ‘Dr. 
Suss’ (whose title alludes to Bennet Cerf's Dr Seuss). Welton doesn’t disclose all of 
the constraints that operate within the text, but some are more obvious than others. 
‘Dr Suss’ is made up of thirteen sections and each section consists of one sentence 
repeated numerous times. In section one, the sentence is repeated exactly apart from 
the proper noun and (part of) the adjective describing that proper noun. The reader 
can easily identify this rule because it gives the poem its distinctive form:  
 
1  
In her trainers and jeans, she looks like a narrow-faced Alastair Burnet. In her 
trainers and jeans she looks like a sad-faced Albert Einstein. In her trainers 
and jeans she looks like a wary-faced Albertus Magnus. In her trainers and 
jeans she looks like a sour-faced Angelica Huston. In her trainers and jeans 
she looks like a sallow-faced Anna Ford. In her trainers and jeans she looks 
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like a thin-faced Aristotle. In her trainers and jeans she looks like a blue-faced 
Arthur Schopenhauer. In her trainers and jeans she looks like a glum-faced 
Audrey Hepburn. In her trainers and jeans she looks like an elegant-faced 
Barnes Wallis. In her trainers and jeans she looks like a white-faced 
Bartolomeu Dias. In her trainers and jeans she looks like a mustard-faced 
Benny Hill. In her trainers and jeans she looks like a gloomy-faced Bernard 
Manning. In her trainers and jeans she looks like a daisy-faced Bertrand 
Russell. In her trainers and jeans she looks like a plump-faced Bette Davis. In 
her trainers and jeans she looks like a cotton-faced Bo Derek. In her trainers 
and jeans she looks like an oily-faced Bob Hope. In her trainers and jeans she 
looks like a fish-faced Bob Monkhouse. In her trainers and jeans she looks 
like a long-faced Bobby Charlton. (80) 
 
After spending more time with the text the reader may notice that the proper nouns 
are in alphabetical order. If the reader is a true Oulipian co-conspirator they may 
notice how in different sections the changes affect different word classes (adjective 
noun, adjective, adjective, adjective, verb, adjective, verb, adjective, none, adjective, 
noun, noun, in the thirteen sections respectively). Readers may also notice that the 
proper nouns are usually the first name and surname of historical figures. On further 
inspection they may spot deviations (or clinamens) from the rule, like ‘Pelé’, 
‘Blériot’, ‘Raleigh’, ‘Mars’ and ‘Palestria’, which are clinamens because they are 
places or they don't have a first name. ‘Dr Suss’ repositions the reader from the role 
of a passive receptor to that of an active player in a game. In this way the constraint 
functions as the rhetorical structure of a genre: it organizes relations of power and 
solidarity between a reader and a text (Frow 75), which I will elaborate on in chapter 
three. Welton gives readers a highly visible constraint to begin with, and rewards 
them with smaller, playful details as they are absorbed deeper into the machinations 
of the poem. As they are coaxed further into the text they become involved in an 
experience that Roland Barthes would refer to as writerly. Culler notes that in The 
Pleasure of the Text Barthes sets the readerly, exemplified by works that ‘conform to 
traditional codes and models of intelligibility’ against the writerly, to be found in 
‘experimental works that we don’t yet know how to read but can only write and must 
in effect write as we read them’ (B 2). I will elaborate on the function of pleasure in 
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Welton’s work in chapter two, but it is important to note here that this kind of writerly 
text involves the reader in a process of collaboration as they read, write and think 
through the poem. Jouet reveals the simple constraint of ‘Subway Poems’ in its 
entirety, which may lead one to think that Welton actually excludes the reader more 
than Jouet, however, a close reading of ‘Dr Suss’ challenges this idea. Although Jouet 
explains how he wrote the poems, the reader doesn’t gain insight into the cognitive 
processes that created them, there is still an element of opacity. Welton’s clues invite 
the reader to unpick the poem and in doing so the reader’s mind mingles with the 
processes at play in its composition. The result of this is that the reader comes to share 
(at least some of) the same thought processes that Welton experienced during the 
poem’s composition, which makes for meaningful participation in a text. This is why, 
in Welton’s hands, process-oriented art does not come across as self-indulgent but 
playful and generous. 
Many of the poems in We needed coffee but… were written as collaborations with 
other artists. Some examples are ‘Four-letter words’ (35-40), which was composed 
with Larry Goves to be performed as an opera, the poem ‘South Korea and Japan 
2002’ (57-67) which was made in collaboration with artist Clare Bleakley and ‘Clued 
in’ (45), ‘Paul Simon variations’ (46), and the ‘Woven poems’(50) were all 
commissioned by Dominic Chennell for various collaborative projects (We needed 
coffee but… 98).  Even when working with the other ‘imperatives’ from visual artists 
or composers, Welton has said, ‘I’ve tried to put some poemness into what I’ve 
written, by which I think I mean I want them to stand alone without the images or the 
music’ (qtd. in Wainwright 206). The idea of ‘poemness’ can be unpacked using the 
theory of percepts and affects. Deleuze writes ‘the artist creates a bloc of percepts and 
affects, but the only law of creation is that the compound must stand up on its own’ 
(WF164). Though procedural, a Welton poem usually culminates in emotional or 
rhythmic resolve, which aids him in creating a poem that ‘stands up on its own’. His 
focus on the poem runs counter to the work of Kenneth Goldsmith, who claims that 
‘context is the new content’ (3). If we take the example of Goldsmith’s Day and 
remove the frame of conceptual poetry, it is just a book full of old news. The merits of 
conceptual poetry have been debated throughout its existence, while am not trying to 
dismiss conceptual art with the familiar objection ‘it’s not even art’, I would argue 
that there must be some attention to what is being framed and its formal qualities, 
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whether its a found text or crafted by an author. Ezra Pound wrote that, ‘literature is 
news that STAYS news’ (29) and Welton’s poems achieve this because they have a 
degree of robustness in that they ‘hold up’ as units of poetry in a range of contexts 
(i.e. literature, music and visual art).  
 
Welton achieves strength and portability through the way he balances the visual, 
musical and semantic elements of the poem. In ‘I must say that at first it was difficult 
work’ (We needed coffee but… 52-53) the reader can find pleasure in repetition, 
interesting rhythms and the intriguing character of the images. The poem may seem to 
be mainly playful, but its use of constraint poses intellectual questions. This is an 
example of how features of readerly texts (the odd characters and strange anecdotes) 
and writerly texts (the experimentation with constraints and translation) operate 
simultaneously in his poems, which will be discussed in greater detail in chapter two. 
The poem's title was a comment made by Raymond Roussel in regards to his 
composition method described in How I Wrote Certain of My Books. Roussel 
composed a text by constructing two sentences from multi-word quasi-homophones 
or homonyms and then used these as the first and last sentences of his narrative. 
Though this is not the composition method that Welton used, we can see how it 
inspired Welton’s poem. ‘I must say…’ is a collection of thirty-six sentences, the first 
is a near homophone of the title, which is then followed by another line that is loosely 
homophonic to that line and so on. The poem takes the reader through repeated 
sounds and errors in ‘translation’ that build like a game of Chinese whispers until the 
reader arrives at the last sentence ‘unassuming and furtive and stiff and absurd’ (53), 
which could be a précis of the poem itself. Welton elaborates on the title and 
composition method:  
 
‘I must say that at first it was difficult work’ [...] This is how Rousse’s 
description of this method of composition is given by Michel Foucault in his 
study Death and the Labyrinth — the World of Raymond Roussel. And more 
specifically, it is how Foucault’s version of Roussel’s description of his 
method is conveyed in Charles Ruas’s translation of Foucault’s book… So the 
phrase ‘I must say that at first it was difficult work’, which is both the title for 
the piece and the grounds on which it was written, comes not from Roussel, as 
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such, but form Ruas’ version of Foucault’s version of Roussel. (We needed 
coffee but…98) 
 
The poem is an exercise based on the versions and translations that originally created 
the sentence ‘I must say...’. This extended experiment highlights how Welton uses 
curiosity, delight and play to raise complex questions about translation. 
 
‘I must say…’ isn’t a representation of an event, it is an event. Even when it is 
entirely written, sound (in its rhythms and patterns) is what ‘happens’ in the lyric 
(Culler TL 137). The poetic experience is contained within the reading of the poem; it 
is not a description, it is not mimetic, it is a machine that produces a poetic event. The 
pleasure of this poetic event is both independent of the meaning of the words (the 
pleasure of sound and rhythm) and dependent on the meaning of the words (striking 
characters and images). Isobel Armstrong notes her experience of being fixated on a 
rhythm but not recalling the poem, she recalls a ‘“pulse, halfway between a sound and 
a pressure.” Not a sign, notation, or code, but something else’ (qtd. in Culler TL 138). 
Like Armstrong, Welton found a compulsion in the rhythm of the phrase ‘I must say 
…’. Welton’s poem is driven by what Armstrong calls the sound system of the poems 
language and the somatic pressure it encourages: the poem asks for words but is 
independent of them (Culler TL 138). She goes on to say when the lines did come into 
her head she discovered that she got some of the words wrong. This implies that—for 
Armstrong at least— the rhythmic pattern of the poem inheres more strongly in 
memory than specific lexical content. This is not exactly the case for Welton; the 
appeal of his poem lies equally in the odd imagery, striking characters and sense of 
humour which is underlined by the rhythmic and phonetic clinamen of water: it 
doesn’t have the rhyming ur sound, and it ends with an unstressed not a stressed 
syllable: 
 
A malaise that affects the demented at first 
A masseuse with a thirst for delicious liqueurs 
A monsieur who’s inferring that discipline hurts 
A mosquito, a butterfly, a tickler, a worm 
A mouse with white fur was sick in the water  
	 16	
 
A mushroom that occurs in deciduous woods 
An assailant who’s certain of judicial mercy 
And I’m saving the termites for further research 
And most of the term he was dead to the world 
And my cousin whose burps are not typical burps 
And myxomatosis has stiffened its fur (52) 
 
Welton writes that the phrase ‘I must say…’ ‘seemed to have an attraction of its own, 
which may be why I departed a little from the method described’ by Roussel (We 
needed coffee but… 98). Welton departed from the method in an effort to build the 
strongest bloc of percepts and affects, and in doing so he created a work that rises 
above the procedure, that is a poem with an originality of its own. Welton’s break 
from the constraint is what members of the Oulipo refer to as the clinamen.  
 
The term clinamen was first used by Epicurus then developed by Lucretius who used 
it to describe the ‘the swerve of the atom’ in his poem On the Nature of the Universe. 
The concept was adopted by the Oulipo as a means of describing a break in the 
constraint, which introduces chance and spontaneity into the system (Motte 275-276).  
Welton’s use of the clinamen can be seen in his poems ‘Van der Kerkhoff’ (11 and 
17) and ‘De Boer’ (24 and 32) from his collection The Book of Matthew. These poems 
take their titles from two sets of twins who played soccer for Holland. There are two 
poems called ‘De Boer’ and two called ‘Van der Kerkhoff’ and the bodies of these 
poems are nearly identical. The difference between the two ‘Van der Kerkhoff’ poems 
is a comma; ‘the crazed, credential sun’ in the first poem becomes ‘crazed credential’ 
in the second. The two ‘De Boer’ poems are identical to the ‘Van de Kerkhoff’ poems 
but for the ‘crazed credential sun’ becoming ‘the still, uncertain air’. The difference 
between the two ‘De Boer’ poems is that in the second poem the comma in ‘the still, 
uncertain air’ is replaced with a hyphen. These are simple clinamens in an otherwise 
exactly reproduced text. What is the meaning of them? They seem minor and arbitrary 
but the poem suggests that the clinamens ‘matter’; the poem as a whole is an 
exploration of what does and doesn’t ‘matter’. The whole poem is one sentence that 
begins with the line ‘It matters how some afternoon late into spring’, then in the 
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fourth stanza, ‘The unendingness of God // where is it man begins? —  And what else 
matters is / the crazed credential, sun’ (depending on what poem you are reading, in 
this case ‘Van Der Kerkhoff’ on page 11). Placing the clinamens next to large 
metaphysical questions about humanity and God create an interesting juxtaposition, 
suggesting that the clinamens are as important as these larger questions. Welton’s 
poems are built out of small details that could slip by otherwise unnoticed like shifts 
of the air and changes in light. We can pass through a day without noticing these 
minutiae, just as we can pass through the poem without noticing the tiny clinamens. 
In a way the poem is saying these tiny shifts matter because moments of illumination 
or transcendence can be born of these small details. 
 
It is important to note that the clinamens don’t just effect the poem metaphorically, 
they literally do: in the first version of ‘Van der Kerkhoff’ the ‘credential’ is an 
adjective, qualifying ‘sun’, while in the second it’s a noun, qualified by ‘crazed’. So 
there is an extra thing that matters in the second version. This use of the clinamen 
affects the way the reader makes sense of the poem and highlights the importance 
Welton places on positioning and placement whether it is textual, logical, spatial or 
temporal. Many of his poems walk us through an imaginary space with an elaborate 
organisation. The details do not simply follow one another in the order of their 
enunciation; they are associated with places in a three- (or even four-) dimensional 
topology.  An example of this attention to orientation can be seen in ‘the houses along 
the yellow ocean, drifting out / of darkness as the day assembles over the hills, // 
seem, kind of, to draw quietly backward from the beach’. The clinamen in the De 
Boer poems plays with the temporal dimension. The first version’s ‘the still, uncertain 
air’ becomes ‘the still-uncertain air’. The air has a history in the second version; it 
was uncertain before and it still is; this gives the second poem a temporal depth that 
the first doesn’t have. Welton also seems to be showing that the shifting of a 
punctuation mark, which has no meaning in itself (commas and hyphens are different 
in this respect from exclamation and question marks), shifts the meaning of the poem 
in a small but significant way. The reader is able to place herself in the world of the 
poem and understand dimensions and rules under that govern the poems’ movement. 
The twin poems are separated by an ascending number of pages; six then seven then 
eight, which has a spatial ‘feng shui’-like effect. The increasing intervals could be 
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there to counteract the increasing familiarity of the poems, to give the reader slightly 
more time to forget, or conversely, the intervals might be just close enough for the 
reader to hold the twin poems at the back of her mind as she reads the poems that 
separate them.  
 
 It would be reductive to say the clinamen is there to simply enact the ‘message’ of 
the poem – which is a questioning of what does and doesn’t ‘matter’.  Welton’s 
constraints and clinamens simultaneously initiate a form of play between the author 
and reader whilst providing a reward or prize for those who pay close attention to the 
text. However, it is possible and quite likely that a reader may go through the whole 
collection reading the twin poems four times and not notice the clinamens, so in a 
sense they don’t matter. Even if the reader does notice that the same poem is repeated 
many times throughout the collection she will have a different experience with each 
of the twin poems by dint of the time, context and mood in which the poem is read. 
Welton understands this, and marks the perceptual change with a concrete textual 
change through his use of clinamens. This points to the fact that exact repetition is not 
actually possible, because of time’s irreversibility, even if it might seem to be. The 
effect of Welton’s use of repetition on the reader can be further explored using 
Deleuze’s concepts of ‘passive synthesis’ and ‘active synthesis’ developed in 
Difference and Repetition. Deleuze concludes ‘that the condition for the lived present 
is the passive synthesis of time where the past is synthesized, or contracted, in the 
present as behaviours towards the future. He calls this synthesis habit – it is what 
gives the present a direction from past to future’ (Williams 94). The act of reading 
and moving through a narrative has the forward motion of passive synthesis, and 
while poetry often repeats habitually, it is the structured, calibrated repetitions of the 
twin poems that force the reader to depart from passive synthesis and accomplish 
active synthesis. The active force of memory creates discontinuity in the forward 
motion of passive synthesis by fostering relationships between distant events. This 
relationship between distant events is what Deleuze refers to as ‘destiny’, which:  
 
never consists in step-by-step deterministic relations between presents which 
succeed one another according to the order of a represented time. Rather, it 
implies between successive presents non-localisable connections, actions at a 
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distance, systems of replay, resonance and echoes, objective chances, signs, 
signals and roles, which transcend spatial locations and temporal successions. 
(DR 83) 
 
Because the reader has a particular memory of reading ‘De Boer’ or ‘Van der 
Kerkhoff’, when they encounter another of the poems there will be an active synthesis 
of memory, creating a more profound kind of repetition that is vertical, virtual and 
unique.  The twin poems engage with two distinct systems of synthesis, one is 
intuitive, horizontal and habit-driven. The other is more carefully planned, and creates 
a profound kind of synthesis because it emerges from repetitions stored in memory. 
As a result of engaging in these two systems of synthesis, the poems are at once 
habitual and transcendent, giving them poem a heightened power.  The twin poems 
are an example of Welton’s attention to the reader’s interaction with a text; they foster 
many styles of reading and as a result can be enjoyed on many levels. The constraints 
he employs throughout his collections are highly diverse but they are united by the 
altruistic way in which he uses them: they are not in service of a concept or a 
theorem, rather they dedicated to the construction of a ‘real poem’.   
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Chapter Two: Pleasure 
Welton’s poetry can be enjoyed in a wide variety of ways because his poems induce 
many styles of reading. The Pleasure of the Text is helpful in analysing his poems 
because it is an examination of how texts can be read. Barthes posits that a readerly 
text does not disturb the subjectivity of the reader and conforms to traditional codes 
and models of intelligibility, while writerly texts challenge convention, literary codes 
and cultural positions (Culler B 22). Barthes repeatedly insists on the division 
between readerly and writerly, however the paradox of this division permeates S/Z: 
An Essay and The Pleasure of the Text. Barthes values the writerly more than the 
readerly, yet his analysis of ‘classic’ readerly texts such as Balzac’s novella 
Sarrasine, does not disparage the text as merely readable, but opens it up as a text that 
explores its own signifying procedures. The analysis imbues the novella with a 
powerful complexity and finds writerly features within it (Culler B 73). Barthes 
frequently seems ‘to suggest that textual pleasure and textual effects depend upon the 
possibility of finding ecstatic moments in comfortable texts of pleasure or of making 
ecstatic post-modern writing sufficiently readable that its disruptive, violent, orgasmic 
effects can be generated’ (Culler B 83). The Pleasure of the Text provides useful tools 
for analysing the appeal of Welton’s poetry (which is neither wholly readerly nor 
writerly) since plaisir and jouissance are concurrent effects of his poems. Welton’s 
poems engender a variety of reading processes, and Barthes’ theories aid in 
understanding these interactions. Culler writes that literary analysis predicated on a 
distinction between works that comply with conventions and those that violate them 
ends up ‘discovering a radical literary practice in the most unexpected, most 
traditional places’, which both subverts Barthes' initial distinction and the notion of 
literary history (B 73). When applying these theories to Welton’s poems it is 
important to be wary of the ambiguous ways in which Barthes and Culler use the term 
‘pleasure’; sometimes it refers to the specifically readerly elements of a text, while at 
other times they use ‘pleasure’ in a broader sense to encompass how both plaisir and 
jouissance function. For example, Culler writes ‘To bring the text into the field of 
pleasure, Barthes invokes the body: “The pleasure of the text is that moment when my 
body pursues its own ideas”’ (B 77).  
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As I discussed in the previous chapter, Welton places great importance on giving the 
reader a solid sense of orientation. The coherent world building is a readerly element 
of his work, which can be seen in ‘This is delicious to say’ (The Book of Matthew 12). 
The poem depicts an average day in the life of a depressed lonely character called the 
Woody as he yearns for a woman. The poem has a narrative continuity, named 
characters, a continuous setting and dialogue; it is a poem that is not anecdotal but 
invents anecdotes. In the first stanza the reader learns ‘Well get this then – I love you, 
were the Woody’s words’ and ‘The Woody lit a small cigarette, and breathed out 
hard’. The reader is aware of the passing of time: the first stanza’s day that ‘came on 
like electric heat’, in the second stanza ‘burns hazy all morning and by afternoon / the 
flowers open slowly in the window’ and by the window, the object of the Woody’s 
affection ‘methodically and thoughtfully she hums out loud’. These details are 
cumulatively evocative of space: ‘Swallows flew low. / The soup shop on the corner 
smelled like noodle soup’, flowers open by the window, the woman sits by the 
flowers, she curves a smile across her mouth and then in the last two stanzas: 
 
The Woody don’t get well no more, and while the sun 
sits simply in the space above the cuckoo trees 
and gooey soup-smells drift along the shallow winds 
and fishes float in figure eights and hawklings hear 
how sparrows speak and somewhere near the narrow hills 
summer begins, the Woody just can’t keep from cryin’.   
 
The clouds come out like flowers and the days don’t last.  
The bushes fill with wind. My Words, the Woody said,  
come slower in the summer. And the sounds his words 
make kind of get the woman almost sort of high,  
as tunefully she hums him something sweet and sad,  
just here and now he’s gone, and now he’s nowhere. (12) 
 
The continual build-up of detail in the setting and the movement of the characters 
within it creates a style that is similar to a realist short story but inflected by poetic 
techniques (which are the more writerly elements of the poem). There are recurring 
	 22	
words, a regular rhythm and lines with narrowly limited numbers of syllables (which 
range from 11 to 13, the last line is the longest line in each stanza excluding the final 
line of the poem). Welton uses textured words like ‘gooey soup-smells’ and ‘fishes 
float in figure eights and hawklings hear / how sparrows speak’, which fulfil the 
promise of the title ‘This is delicious to say’. The poem tells a story that combines a 
mordant humour with fecund imagery, and engages the senses: sight, hearing, touch, 
smell and taste. When the poem begins the Woody is forlorn, then he becomes manic 
as he ‘gets to talking in that buzzy voice he uses when he’s fucking’, and asks ‘What 
bloody soup is that? / What light through eggs asparagus? How came spinach? / The 
day comes like some kind of marijuana high’. After the deranged period he is again 
melancholy, and perhaps hopeless. As time passes he draws closer to his end, which 
arrives un-eventfully — he is here and then he is gone. The insignificance of the 
Woody’s existence then demise is invoked by the lack of cadence and the change in 
line length (the last line is the shortest in the poem with eleven syllables). The word 
‘nowhere’ itself creates an anticlimactic ending; the accent is on ‘no’ and the 
breathiness of air replicates the breezes and wind that move through the poem and 
mimics how the Woody is eventually carried away. Like many of Welton’s poems, 
‘This is delicious to say’ ends with feeling of ‘ongoing-ness’, it doesn’t neatly fall 
silent; there is a residual buzz like the electronic sound of a television left on. Other 
poems in the collection that share similar worlds and story-telling styles are the ‘The 
fundament of wonderment’(10), ‘The wonderment of fundament’(36), ‘Butternuts’(8) 
and ‘Springtime’(19), but the procedural and constraint-based poems from We Needed 
Coffee… like ‘Dr Suss’ (79-96), ‘Four-letter words’(35-40) and ‘I must say …’ (52-
53) share many of these readerly characteristics while being more obviously writerly 
texts. Which illustrates how Welton’s collection complicates the division between the 
readerly and the writerly.  
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 In chapter one I discussed how collaboration between a reader and an author is a 
central feature of process-oriented art, and how the collaboration could be considered 
a writerly feature of a text.  This is because process-oriented writing invites the reader 
into a text that they don’t yet know how to read, and as a result, the reader must in 
effect write the text as they read it (Culler B 2). When a reader participates in a 
constraint-based poem they become a player in a game. In the case of the poem ‘Dr 
Suss’ (79-93), they are searching for clues to understand the systems that organise an 
array of scenes and characters. The characters and brief anecdotes appeal to the 
readerly, while the repetitions and constraints are generative in a writerly way. The 
interplay between the readerly and the writerly is noted by Barthes who writes, ‘for it 
is at the end of a very complex process combining biographical, historical, 
sociological and neurotic elements (education, social class, childhood configuration, 
etc.) that I balance the contradictory interplay of (cultural) pleasure and (non-cultural) 
ecstasy’ (62).  
 
Repetition may seem harder to categorise as writerly in a general way because it is 
one of the basic sources of pleasure in children’s verse. Barthes cites authors such as 
Flaubert and Proust as examples of the writerly but using these literary examples can 
be misleading (8-9). Children’s verse can be considered writerly in that it allows 
children to extend beyond themselves: the reading becomes more corporeal and 
engages in processes beyond the text like comprehension, memory and the 
exploration of grammatical and linguistic paradigms. Nursery rhymes are usually 
considered a primitive or a simple kind of proto-poetry that eventually progresses into 
‘adult’ poetry or prose, however the writerly elements of nursery rhymes demonstrate 
that children’s texts are often advanced and complicated. As a child encounters new 
words and new contexts for them, she feels what she knows, and this new knowledge 
informs her of a wealth of knowledge she does not yet possess. When encountering a 
new word, sentence structure, form of grammar or sound, there is a process of 
questioning that operates in a writerly way; how to find the correct place for a new 
word in a sentence? How does it sound in the mouth? What is culturally appropriate? 
How does the brain adopt these new tools, and how does the child recall what she has 
learnt before? All these questions are linked to what Barthes calls a writerly text.  The 
work of writers like Welton, Russell Edson, Frederick Seidel, Lydia Davis and Lorine 
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Niedecker highlights how the differences between readerly/writerly, simple/complex, 
childlike/adult are not clear-cut and there are domains where the oppositions lose their 
pertinence. Welton draws attention to this through explicitly referencing children’s 
literature in one of his more ‘writerly’ poems, ‘Dr Suss’, which is a play on ‘Dr. 
Seuss’ (as I mentioned in chapter one).  In an interview with Sam Riviere, Welton 
says that constraint and delight are central to his poetic praxis. Although Welton is not 
theorising in an academic way when he says this, his term ‘delight’ might also be 
understood as pointing beyond Barthes’s plaisir/jouissance distinction towards a kind 
of reading and writing experience that offers immediate gratifications of a very 
familiar kind — storytelling, rhyme, repetition — and is unashamed of its infantile 
roots, while soliciting writer-like activity (reconstructing the constraints, noticing the 
tiny differences, and imagining extensions and variations).  
 
Welton’s poems elicit many different styles of reading, which challenge the 
distinction between the readerly and the writerly. His poetry also challenges a 
secondary binary established by Barthes, which is the separation between corporeal 
and theoretical ways of understanding jouissance. Culler writes that even though 
corporeal pleasure is repeatedly referenced in The Pleasure of the Text, it is also a 
theoretical work as ‘it transforms S/Z’s distinction between readerly and writerly into 
an asymmetrical opposition between two kinds of pleasure, plaisir, and jouissance’ (B 
82). In Welton’s poems we can see how Barthes’ corporeal and theoretical ideas 
operate simultaneously within the texts. David Herd writes that the arbitrariness of 
Welton’s use of rhyme nudges ‘sense in a new direction, opening up possibilities 
rather than shutting them down’ (89). Welton’s particular approach to rhyming can be 
observed throughout his two collections, but perhaps the most interesting use of 
sounds and sense-making is ‘I must say…’ (52-53) from We Needed Coffee…. As 
mentioned in chapter one, this is a poem that is built on loose homophones. It	doesn't	rhyme	in	the	strict	sense but the poem illustrates Herd’s statement that playing with 
the replication of sounds can push sense and logic to a place that could not have been 
accessed otherwise. Rhyme brings musical and aural pleasures to the forefront whilst 
words retain a sediment of meaning on the page. As a result, poetry offers a unique 
jouissance that is neither purely aural (like music) nor semantically based (as in many 
novels). 	
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Wallace Stevens writes, ‘The poem must resist the intelligence / Almost successfully’ 
in his poem ‘Man Carrying Thing’ (350). Culler writes that this these lines have often 
been used as justification for obscure poetry but many strategies can be used to resist 
intelligence without alienating the reader or being wilfully obscure. As I have 
mentioned earlier, Welton uses characteristics of readerly texts to overcome this issue. 
The readerly elements provide hooks for the reader to hold onto while the poem still 
resists traditional comprehension. Culler emphasises Stevens' critical point: ‘Perhaps 
language must run the risk of dismissal as empty sound if it is to get under the guard 
of intelligence. Charms disguise themselves as harmless’ (TL 184). The notion of a 
corporeal experience shaping the process of thinking through text is central to ‘I must 
say…’. As the reader follows the loose homophones of ‘I must say…’ the sounds and 
rhythm (which is roughly anapestic) form a logic within the text. This logic foils 
expectations of a single, coherent argument or narrative, but it does not produce a 
mere series of non-sequiturs. The reader moves through a world filled with odd 
characters until they arrive at the lines ‘The mystery woman is dispatched to the 
wardrobe / Unashamed and impertinent, distant, unnerved / Unassuming and furtive 
and stiff and absurd’. Is this a description of the woman? Is this a description of the 
poem? And pertinently, what does the reader find when they attempt to identify how 
the poem gives them pleasure? Barthes writes that when he scrutinizes a writerly text 
he doesn’t find his subjectivity, but rather his ‘body of bliss’ (corps de jouissance)’ 
(62), which Culler describes as ‘the body caught up in scenarios of pleasurable 
entrapment’ (TL 172). 
 
These states of ‘pleasurable entrapment’ can be found in the procedural and 
constraint-based Dr Suss (79-93). Some central features of this poem (discussed in 
chapter one) are: there are thirteen sections, each section has a seemingly arbitrary 
number of sentences; within each section the same sentence is repeated again and 
again with a couple of words (usually a name and a qualifier) changed each time. 
Naturally, at some point during the repetitions of section one’s nineteen sentences or 
section two’s forty-three sentences or section three’s twenty-seven and so on, 
boredom will set in. This is not an accidental effect but a distinctive strategy to make 
the reader engage with the text in a specific way. It confronts the reader with a choice 
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between scanning for difference (which is something like skipping the repeated 
stanzas or lines in an old ballad) and accepting the boredom of going through all the 
repetitions. Culler expands on this idea, writing ‘we usually think of boredom as an 
immediate affective experience, but it is a major theoretical category with a role in 
any theory of reading…To reflect on boredom is to think about texts and the 
strategies of reading they require, an enterprise more theoretical than confessional’ (B 
85). The experience of boredom in 'Dr Suss' can be further understood through 
Barthes' description of a writerly text which: 
 
imposes a state of loss, that discomforts (perhaps to the point of a certain 
boredom), unsettles the reader’s historical, cultural, psychological 
assumptions, the consistency of his tastes, values, memories, brings to a crisis 
his relation with language. (14)  
 
The style of repetition in ‘Dr Suss’ is immediate and obvious; it is central to its 
production like the repetitions that build a Steve Reich composition. The twin poems 
use repetition to a lesser degree (they are only repeated four times and spread 
throughout the collection on pages 11, 17, 24 and 32), and use boredom in a very 
different way. As discussed in chapter one, the two ‘De Boer’s and two ‘Van der 
Kerkhoff’s are identical except for minor changes to two words, a comma and a 
hyphen. The repetition of the poems induces a boredom that is vague and unsettling. 
The deliberate spacing of the twin poems challenges mnemonic capacities because 
they are too far apart for the reader to remember the poem precisely, and they are too 
close for the reader to have completely forgotten reading them. They are on the cusp 
of memory and this brings about a state of loss. The half-recalled memory of the prior 
poem is imbued with the fact that it was nearly forgotten, which may remind the 
reader of the melancholy fact that most things are forgotten. Barthes writes that 
‘Boredom is not far from ecstasy: it is ecstasy viewed from the shores of pleasure’ 
(26). The boredom of reading one twin poem is like standing on the shore of that 
poem and looking toward the ecstasy of another ‘De Boer’ or ‘Van der Kerkhoff’. 
Individually, however, the Van Der Kerkhoff and De Boer poems align more closely 
with a readerly text: there is one setting, the description builds a distinctive scene in 
one sentence that unfolds over five stanzas, using a lyrical style that is close to 
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soliloquy, and the reader can follow the philosophical ponderings and observations of 
the speaking character. In chapter one I discussed how active and passive synthesis 
operate within Welton’s twin poems. Deleuze writes that passive synthesis occurs 
when the past is synthesized, or contracted in the present as behaviours toward the 
future — he calls this synthesis habit. It is the condition of the lived present, and like 
the single sentence of the twin poems that moves down the page, passive synthesis 
gives our present direction from past to future (Williams 94). Similarities can be 
drawn between the division of Barthes’ readerly and writerly and Deleuze’s passive 
and active synthesis. Like a readerly text, passive synthesis does not force the reader 
to challenge conventional ways of thinking. The measured repetition of the twin 
poems, however, forces the reader to engage in active synthesis, which creates 
discontinuity in the forward motion of passive synthesis. Active synthesis involves 
thinking through systems of replay and making connections that transcend space and 
time (Deleuze DR 83).  From these descriptions of passive and active synthesis it 
becomes clear that active synthesis shares many characteristics with a writerly text, 
and the two binaries of active/passive synthesis and plaisir/jouissance describe similar 
phenomena.  
 
Barthes’ and Deleuze’s distinctions clearly have merit in unpacking the complex 
process of reading and the effect that it has on a reader, however there are many other 
useful approaches that don’t rely on binaries.  Isobel Armstrong’s theories in ‘Hegel: 
The time of rhythm, the time of rhyme’ break down Barthes’ distinction because she 
speaks of a mental-and-physical self in motion rather than a subjectivity implicitly 
fixed in the position assigned to it by codes and structural forces. This movement 
seems to get beyond the immobility/shattering opposition that is set up at certain 
moments in The Pleasure of the Text. Armstrong quotes Simon Jarvis who analyses 
the way that the movement of consciousness finds ‘patterns of recurrent “excursion 
and return” in rhyme, whose structure parallels the recursive outgoing and coming 
back of mind’ (125). He argues that this outgoing and coming back is a 
‘phenomenological experience, not one that can be reduced simply to a movement of 
mind alone, and one that alters the phenomenological experience itself’ (125). To 
divide this fluid process into readerly and writerly components is reductive and 
doesn’t aid in understanding the complicated ways in which texts and sounds open up 
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into the mind. Armstrong’s theories are an advantageous way to examine Welton’s 
poetry, in particular ‘I must say…’(52-53), because they get to the heart of the way 
the poem operates on the page and in the reader's consciousness.  
 
As discussed above, ‘I must say…’ is both the title for the piece and the grounds on 
which it was written. The poem takes as its starting point an intellectual explanation 
of a writing practice, abstracts a sound pattern from it, and then uses that sound 
pattern (very flexibly) to generate a collection of lines that are loosely homophonic. 
Armstrong says that rhyme is a ‘making explicit’ of an experience that is cognitive, 
and although Welton’s poem is not based on rhyme, this idea can be applied to 
Welton’s experiments with homophones too. For Barthes a text can either maintain a 
reader’s subjectivity or shatter it, however Armstrong challenges this, writing that 
cognition lies in ‘the structural act of outgoing and return itself, in which the subject 
knows and feels that it knows: form and structure think and feel; through this 
externalisation they become modes of thinking and feeling’(125). This is a perfect 
articulation of the outgoing and return that builds the thirty-six lines of ‘I must say…’, 
and how the reader processes them. The echoing effect not only sets the self in 
motion, it sets ideas in motion, and brings them into dialogue. As Armstrong goes on 
to say: ‘Metre means through the interplay of relationships it makes, not through any 
meaning intrinsic to it’ (129).  
 
Deleuze provides another alternative to Barthes’ theories on pleasure in ‘Dualism, 
Monism and Multiplicities’. He suggests that we should move away from endlessly 
splitting subject models and posits that desire is a pure process. Deleuze writes that 
Barthes’ theories of pleasure proliferate a series of subsequent divisions thoroughly 
caught up in Cartesian Dualism (DMM 94). While I have shown how plaisir and 
jouissance provide helpful tools for analysing Welton’s poetry, Deleuze’s critique 
urges us to rethink the very terms of pleasure. He writes that one of the fundamental 
problems with our understanding of pleasure is the notion that desire is lack. Once 
desire is linked to lack one has already assumed the basis of dualism, ‘once we fall 
into the dualisms i.e. the domain of non-thought, we leave the domain of thought as 
process’ (DMM 95). In Pleasure of the Text Barthes regards desire as a problem that 
we can satisfy with pleasure, which will lead to orgasm, and that this will give us 
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peace momentarily until the cycle begins again (Deleuze DMM 96). Barthes’ readers, 
when attempting to reconcile or engage simultaneously in a text of pleasure and a text 
of bliss, find themselves ‘split twice over, doubly perverse’ by participating in a 
culture while also enjoying the threat of its destruction, and by enjoying the rhetorical 
unity of subjectivity while also seeking its obliteration (Deleuze DMM 97). Deleuze 
writes: 
 
desire is experienced in a totally different manner: it’s not related to any 
transcendence, it’s not related to any lack, it’s not measured by any pleasure, 
and it’s not transcended by any jouissance, under the form or myth of the 
impossible. Desire is posited as a pure process’. ( DMM 97).  
 
Astrid Lorange notes an important outcome of this theory: ‘Desire then would be 
conceived as constructive, and pleasure would be conceived as a variable of desire’. 
She further develops this, writing ‘the pleasures of writing and the pleasures of 
reading coexist, sometimes uncomfortably or erratically, in a complex that includes, 
but is by no means limited to, the production of texts’ (139). This provides a 
framework in which desire is a constructive process that brings things into being. In 
relation to Welton’s poetry ‘constructive’ shouldn’t be seen simply as the opposite of 
destructive, but also in a concrete sense: assembling and arranging elements into units 
that stand up on their own and command the reader's interest when encountered in a 
range of contexts. When Welton constructs a poem he constructs a stable ‘space’ for 
the reader; the reader can explore the internal world of the poem spatially and in their 
movement through the narrative. Sam Riviere describes how ‘the personas or 
characters that inhabit the poems usually feel kind of notional: sketched, or 
provisional, almost as if the choice between an ‘I’ or ‘we’ is that of the ‘channel’ the 
poem's set to, rather than an explicitly defined personality with thoughts, memories, a 
past, etc.’. By not giving the character a past, Welton makes it easier for a reader to 
step into his or her position. Simon Jarvis elaborates on the idea of making space for 
the reader (which he describes as a ‘space for bliss’) in his essay Why Rhyme Pleases. 
He quotes Barthes who writes that the author must seduce the reader, without 
knowing who or where he or she is (4). Jarvis describes how prosodic effects may 
open up a space for bliss, but can’t be guaranteed (like it is a gamble or a surmise). He 
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writes ‘It is a seduction in which I do not know where the other is, and in which I 
therefore do not know what it would take to please her, and in which I therefore take 
the risk that my pleasure can also be hers: in other words, in which I can seduce the 
other only by relinquishing myself into my own art’ (37). Jarvis’ theory can be 
applied to Welton’s poetry in the way he too relinquishes himself into his own art. 
Welton has said (in relation to his use of constraints) that ‘I figure that my idea of the 
kind of aesthetic I'm after with each poem has become well enough defined – or, in 
the process of writing the poem, becomes well enough defined – that, my pursuit of 
the poem I want to produce becomes enough of a constraint’ (Riviere). This 
demonstrates both how Welton surrenders his initial design ideas to a process that 
leads to the ‘strongest’ units of percepts and affects that build a ‘space’ for the reader, 
and how in this process, pleasure and desire are constructive forces. 
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Chapter three: Genre 
A distinctive feature of Welton’s poetry it the way he situates himself with respect to 
the reader; he achieves this through his use of constraints and genre. John Frow writes 
that ‘the rhetorical structure of a genre has to do with the way textual relations 
between the senders and the receivers of messages are organized in a structured 
situation of address’ (74). One of the central pleasures of Welton’s poetry is the way 
he experiments with the relationship between the reader the text through his use of 
rhetoric and structures of address. Frow writes that the rhetorical structures of genre 
and their speech situations ‘organize relations of power and solidarity between 
speakers (or their textual representatives), and organize the kinds of semantic 
attention that they bring’ to the speech situation (75).  An essential feature of 
Welton’s poetic experiments is their subversion of genre, which is why Frow’s 
evaluation of genre is particularly useful. According to Jacques Derrida ‘a text would 
not belong to any genre. Every text participates in one or several genres, there is no 
genreless text, and there is always a genre and genres, yet such participation never 
amounts to belonging’ (230). Welton’s poetry manifests Derrida’s theory through the 
way his poems participate in, but never belong to the genre of lyric poetry. As I 
pointed out earlier, this genre remains hard to define but some of the discursive 
properties of lyric poems are that they are relatively short (not epic), they usually 
feature some form of emotion, they are subjective, have line breaks (they are not 
prose), while they don’t need to use a defined metre they usually have some kind of 
rhythmic patterning, frequently use the second person, and, as Kate Hamburger 
writes, they ‘belong to the statement system of language and are not mimetic’ (qtd. in 
Culler LL 162). A crucial element of lyric poetry that Welton subverts is the speaking 
position. Jonathan Culler notes that ‘Baudelaire wrote that hyperbole and apostrophe 
are the forms of language that are not only most agreeable but also most necessary to 
the lyric’ (LL 163) and Northrop Frye elaborates on the second of these elements:  
 
The radical of presentation [i.e., the root form of presentation] in the lyric is 
the hypothetical form of what in religion is called the ‘I-Thou’ relationship. 
The poet, so to speak, turns his back on his listeners, though he may speak for 
them, and though they may repeat some of his words after him. (qtd. in LL 
Culler 164) 
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The position that is described by Frye highlights the exclusive nature of lyric poetry. 
The poet may speak to the reader, but there is an implied barrier between them, the 
reader is excluded from participation in the text, the power dynamic is that of a deific 
poet delivering enlightenment to the reader. Through Welton’s subversion of this 
element of the lyric he invites the reader to participate in the poem and the top-down 
power structure is reconfigured to a more even playing field.   
 
No poems in The Book of Matthew are written from the first-person perspective; the 
only time that ‘I’ is used is in citations or titles. In this sense the ‘I’ does not signify 
authorial ownership of the text, rather, it is a frame through which the reader can view 
the text and it invites the reader to choose how to imbue the ‘I’ with meaning. For 
example, the first poem in The Book of Matthew is titled ‘All day I dream about sex’ 
(7), which is written as 'Adidas' in the table of contents, and the first two couplets are 
‘Arrive and pencil out a list / of things been been, and things been lost / Then pencil 
out the pencil-marks / and shade the marks the pencil makes’. The poem is made up 
of two sections of six couplets; each line has eight syllables ending on near rhymes 
like ‘soup’, ‘soap’, ‘shoes’, ‘shows’, ‘bud’, ‘bed’, ‘plates’, ‘plots’, ‘bones’, and 
‘beans’. These words are an introduction to Welton’s distinctive palette made up of 
strange combinations of greys, yellows and greens, food, smells and domestic 
settings. The repetition in ‘pencil out the pencil marks’ and ‘things been been, an 
things been lost’ creates a sense that the meaning of the poem is still fluid, not yet set; 
the poet is not professing profound ‘truth’. ‘Adidas’ contains the first and only time 
Welton uses the second person in The Book of Matthew. While the second person is 
frequently associated with the lyric poem, Welton uses it to subvert the usual dynamic 
between the reader and the poet.  There are no markers of person other than the 
possessive adjective 'your', and the first time it is used is the last line of the sixth 
couplet which says ‘wake up with sun on your face’ (which is repeated in the final 
line of the poem). These repeated lines act like a ritual, or an initiation into Welton’s 
poetry. It is as though through the machinations of experimenting with the speaking 
positions and rhetorical structure of the poem he is saying ‘get ready to enter this 
world, pay attention, get ready to play this game’, and the use of second person 
invokes this. Rather	than	addressing	someone	or	something	else	in	an	apostrophe	
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and	turning	his	back	on	the	reader,	as	in	Frye's	account,	Welton	issues	a	call	for	participation.	The reader is encouraged to circulate within the poem, to walk around 
or through words and rhythms, to explore the linguistic and thought-based playground 
that Welton has built.  
 
Twenty-one out of the twenty-seven poems in The Book of Matthew are in the present 
tense (three are lists or ‘collections’ of words that don’t have a tense) and many 
unfold as descriptions of a strange, sensually rich playground. For example,  
in ‘Van der Kerkhoff’ ‘It matters how some afternoon late into spring / the voices 
round the café tables lift and fall / like sea birds or low winds, and a smudge of orange 
light // plays slowly through the window’. The use of the simple present is similar to 
that of sports commentary: ‘Thurston passes to Rein who evades a tackle takes a kick 
from the forty-meter line’ (Culler LL 169). This creates a sense that poem is a kind of 
game (which it often literally is through his use of constraints), and as such engages 
the readers in a form of play which draws them into the text. The distinctive language, 
sensory descriptions, odd characters (who are usually girls and boys) and recurring 
motifs make the poem’s atmosphere feel like something close to the experience of a 
child’s imagined world unfolding in play, with characters moving through a rich 
interior landscape. Culler uses Huddleston and Pullum’s analysis of stage directions 
and synopses to elaborate on the effects of the simple present tense. He writes that the 
stage direction ‘“Polonius hides behind the arras”... resembles the running 
commentary but since it prescribes action rather than reports action it could possibly 
also be assimilated in a way to the performative present. It stipulates something that 
happens each time the play is performed’ (LL 170).  Just as the play requires actors, 
direction and performance to take on its full capacity as a work of art, Welton’s 
poetry requires active participation from the reader to create the poem as a whole, the 
implication being that each time the poem is read a new outcome could be produced. 
Culler writes that ‘criticism tends to cope with the lyric present by positioning a 
speaker-persona who is in a particular situation, which becomes the deictic centre, 
and from the vantage point of which some occurrence is happening in the present’ (LL 
170). Because a Welton poem is a construction not a report, taking this critical 
position when considering the lyric present in his poetry would ignore what the poem 
intends and the effects it produces.  
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In ‘The book of Matthew’, ‘Dozen’ (13), ‘The Concert’ (30) and ‘Hubba’ (25) are the 
only poems that use the pronoun ‘we’. In the other poems the first person singular is 
used to describe an array of characters moving around in a specific world.  In the 
poem ‘Dozen’ there are series of statements beginning with ‘these thoughts....’ and it 
isn’t until the final lines of the poem that ‘we’ is introduced with ‘these thoughts we 
found sunning in the window’. The effect produced is different to that of the standard 
lyric poem, which regularly harkens back to a lost time in the past that the poet is 
privy to but the reader is not. Welton’s use of ‘we’ implies a different speaking 
situation; it is not the speaker-character looking into his or her own past, instead the 
line is calling back to an experience earlier within the poem or collection. It is as 
though the past event being referred to is a shared textual experience that has occurred 
within the world of the poem or the book. Although the poem is describing a 
sensually rich, singular experience, the experience emanates from the linguistic play 
and the world it creates. Welton’s poem ‘Hubba’ also uses ‘we’ to create a similar 
rhetorical relationship between the reader and the text: 
 
The woods above the river in these apple-winds 
make the autumn feel too much like spring. If this was where 
we wintered in that tall hotel the wood surrounds 
we wouldn’t know it now. A smell like salted beer 
came warmly from the corridor. We stayed a week 
then tipped the clerk to move us to the floor above.  
As evening breaks we’ll drive the slow way from the lake.  
The last time we were here we almost didn’t leave. (26) 
 
The way the poem’s tense operates in the opening stanza plays an important role in 
fostering the relationship between the reader and the text. The first sentence is in the 
simple present. Culler writes that ‘in both colloquial and formal English, action verbs 
require the progressive form’, for example ‘I am sitting’ (LL 173). Without the 
progressive form, the action verbs point to a habitual action that requires temporal 
specification. The lack of temporal indication creates the lyric’s distinct poetic 
register that is an ‘evocation of a condition that is not timeless exactly—not like 
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Water boils at 100 degrees centigrade—but mysteriously iterable, like a film loop 
that keeps running, as the action takes on a mythical quality’ (Culler LL 172). The 
lyric register plays a unique role in Welton’s poems, which often seem like scenes 
played and replayed at different speeds, focusing on different elements of the 
situation, characters and setting (this can be seen in the poems ‘The book of Matthew’ 
(40) and the ‘Van der Kerkhoff’ (11, 17) and ‘De Boer’ (24, 32)). In ‘Hubba’, the 
simple present is followed by a sentence in the conditional perfect, which, in 
combination with the future tense further on (‘We’ll drive the slow way’), sets up a 
situation in which the coming visit may or may not be a repetition. The feeling of déjà 
vu is cultivated verbally throughout the collection, which engages with Deleuzian 
ideas of passive and active synthesis (which I discussed in chapter one). The forward 
motion of reading, and the actions that take place in the poem can be likened to the 
passive synthesis of time where the past is contracted in the present as behaviours 
toward the future. The use of tense, rhetorical structures and recurring images invokes 
active synthesis, which creates discontinuity in the forward motion of passive 
synthesis by fostering relationships between distant events (Williams 97). The lines 
‘That tall hotel the woods surrounds’, ‘those evenings in that house’, ‘the same grey 
headache’ are expressions that refer to implicit shared knowledge. This recurring 
technique of Welton’s sets up a kind of complicity with the reader by addressing them 
as someone who has a history of experience that is shared with the writer. The 
combined impact of these strategies creates a rich shared textual experience that is 
stems from the reader’s participation in the interior world of Welton’s poetry. The 
final stanza is in the simple present, though it invokes a sense of finality: ‘And here at 
last alone we fill our coffee cups.... we find it difficult to know if what we feel / is 
autumn coming on or summer at its close / at night we notice tiny birds circling the 
hill / the echo from the road’. This creates a sense of timelessness, there is an echo 
from the road, rhythmic echoes in the twelve-syllable	lines and an echo of Welton’s 
recurring poetic vocabulary which leads to the poem’s last phrase ‘the wind among 
the stars.’, which refers back to the first line: ‘The woods above the river in these 
apple winds’. The temporal and rhetorical play within the poem is another example of 
Deleuze’s concept of active synthesis because it implies ‘successive presents and non-
localisable connections’ (DMM 83). The poem creates many varying interactions 
between the reader and the text, which in turn, form a nuanced textual ‘memory’ that 
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operates between the work and the reader's mind. Welton’s poetry becomes a way of 
thinking; to participate in the poem is not to read a text but to think through a text. 
 
Welton forms a textual memory between the reader and the text through using (and 
consistently subverting) tenses and the rhetorical structures to create a sense of 
solidarity between poem and the reader.  The sense of inclusivity is countered by his 
use of genre as a means of defamiliarization. Frow’s approach to genre is useful 
because it understands genres as ‘clusters of metadata—information about how to use 
information—that help define the possible uses of textual materials’ (‘Reproducibles, 
Rubrics and Everything You Need’1631). This	idea	is	illuminating	when examining 
Welton’s work because his poems piggyback on this ‘metadata’, which affects the 
way in which a reader engages with the text. One of the most striking ways that 
Welton uses genre can be seen in the poem ‘The book of Matthew’ (40), after which 
the collection is named. Both the book and the poem experiment with generic 
frameworks and their discursive properties. The frameworks are set up within the text 
much like nested dolls, and at each level these structures serve to control and position 
the attention of the reader, bringing different elements of the text into focus.  
 
 
The title functions in a number of ways; it may suggest the book is autobiographical, 
that it is the story of Matthew who wrote the book, which would then belong to the 
genre of autobiography. Tzvetan Todorov writes that ‘whether literary or not, genre is 
nothing other than the codification of discursive properties’ (qtd. in Frow Genre 69) 
thus, the title of the collection The Book of Matthew may prompt the reader to look for 
a specific set of discursive properties that adhere to the genre of autobiography.  Frow 
writes, ‘because genres have this institutional existence they operate as “a horizon of 
expectation” for readers or as “models of writing” for authors’ (69), both of which are 
played upon in Welton’s poetic experiments. The title of the collection is subverted 
by the content of the book, which is poetry, not autobiography, and poetry in which 
the author does not create a defined identity, personality or subjectivity; he also places 
a dedication right at the very end that says ‘marion’s book’ (with no capitalization), 
which undercuts the entire idea of the collection being the book of Matthew. 
According to Frow ‘no text is ever unframed, even if it is the case that the act of 
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citation or translation or merely survival from one moment in time to another, all alter 
the generic framework within which each text is read’ (28). This is highlighted in the 
title’s reference to the Gospel of Matthew: time itself plays an important role in the 
way readers have engaged with and will continue to engage with this biblical text.  
The context of any one time period controls what features of the text are salient to a 
reader. Welton uses this allusion as a strategy to prepare the reader for the various 
experiments in genre and framing that will take place throughout the collection. The 
poem ‘The book of Matthew’ shares similarities with the biblical text. The Gospel of 
Matthew is a text that has morphed and changed over time, it has slowly been 
‘rewritten’ and draws from a range of sources (e.g. the Q Source, the M-source of the 
Gospel of Mark). Similarly, ‘The book of Matthew’ borrows from other sources and 
literary traditions such as lyric poetry, reference works, procedural writing and 
Oulipian constraints. The sections in ‘The book of Matthew’ have ten stanzas; under 
each heading the same ten stanzas are reproduced with only some lines and words 
changed. Some of these changes operate under a rule (the adverb in each of the final 
lines of the section’s final stanzas is carried over into the final lines of the second-last 
stanza), which gradually morphs the text, so the poem is essentially re-written, 
although the architecture of the poem remains, much like the Gospel of Matthew.  
 
The poem is structured using the classes, sections and divisions of Roget’s Thesaurus, 
which serves as another genre framework and is subverted by the content of the poem, 
which is surprisingly tender and sensual. This content is subverted in turn by the 
compositional constraints of the poem which distort what could otherwise be a more 
traditional lyric. The use of constraints reframes the poem again in that it positions the 
reader as a player in a game, so she will look for the rules that govern the way the text 
is formed. Then there is a further framing device which is the subheadings of the 
thesaurus such as: 
 
‘Class one: Abstract relations.  
Section 1: Existence,  
Section 2: Relation’  
 
‘Class six: Emotion, religion and morality 
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Section 1: General 
Section 2: Personal emotion 
Section 3: Interpersonal emotion’.   
 
These subheadings provide another lens or mood through which the poem can be 
read; the reader is invited to choose the different ways that ‘Personal emotion’ or 
‘Abstract relations’ can be applied to the poem. The genre play throughout the poem, 
and the collection as a whole enacts Frow’s notion that ‘genres aren’t fixed or pre-
given forms’ and stresses the relevance of ‘thinking of texts as performances of genre 
rather that reproductions of a class in which they belong’ (3). ‘The book of Matthew’ 
and the history of the genres that it participates in are an example of how texts work 
upon genres as much as they are shaped by them, and participation in genre takes 
many forms (28). Michel	Foucault	described	discourses	as ‘practices that 
systematically form the objects of which they speak’ (qtd. in Frow 17). Frow suggests 
that we can apply this description of discourse to genre and it is clear to see how the 
use of genre that occurs throughout ‘The book of Matthew’ is not only a means of 
reading a text, it plays an integral part in shaping the poem itself.  
 
Welton’s poetry oscillates between setting up an expectation through genre then 
undercutting it with a different genre; this means that any prior strategies that a reader 
uses to interpret a given poem will not entirely match up with the text. This works as 
a kind of defamiliarization through the use of genre. Alexandra Berlina has recently 
observed, ‘The Oxford Dictionary of Literary Terms states that formalism 
“deliberately disregard[s] the content of literary works”; many critics 
believe that it also disregards the reader’(14). Welton’s poetry shows that interest in 
form need not imply disregard for the reader, the content or the interaction between 
them. The way in which Welton’s use of defamiliarization functions is aptly put by 
David Herd who writes ‘a Welton poem discovers, it doesn’t disorientate’, although 
Welton understands that disorientation is part of discovery. Entering the world of the 
poem is an experience not unlike stepping into a new country as a tourist; the reader’s 
confusion is only provisional. In his 1917 essay ‘Art as Device’, Viktor Shklovsky 
writes that ‘the purpose of art is to impart the sensation of things as they are perceived 
and not as they are known. The technique of art is to make objects “unfamiliar”’ (16). 
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Heightened language as a means of making objects ‘unfamiliar’ is not uncommon in 
poetry, but the way Welton at once invites the reader into the text while distancing 
them from it is unique. He does this through combining readerly techniques that draw 
the reader in and writerly techniques that defamiliarize, and through using rhetorical 
structures and speaking positions to introduce the reader to the world of the poem 
while using repetition, rhythm, and synaesthesia to make it ‘unfamiliar’. The reader is 
encouraged to play with the words in a slow and deliberate way, to say the words as 
mouthfuls of sounds, attentive to the details of alliteration, assonance and rhyme, 
which defamiliarizes the somewhat ‘everyday’ words so the reader can view them as 
someone encountering foreign words or as a child encountering words for the first 
time. This	effect	is	achieved	in	'The	book	of	Matthew'	and,	being	cumulative,	is	best	illustrated	by	a	substantial	quotation: 
 
  
Section 5: Religion 
 
The gardens around the orange-tree 
bring out a smell 
like glue or electrics 
 
or paracetamol or linen 
that carries through  
the fences where the rushes 
 
in the sun stifle a little 
and the shadows spoil.  
The weak, late-morning light 
 
assembling above the brackens and 
brambles is simplest 
where the rooster-plants 
 
bundle out over the lawns,  
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rippling like sugar 
in the bluer, firmer air. 
 
Breezily ruckus-bugs 
bumble in the heat; oyster paper 
clouds gather low in the sky 
 
and it is the wind – flowing 
like something in the mind,  
and carrying with it this hill-wood 
 
kind of smell – that makes the mood  
that makes the day 
feel perpetual and immeasurable,  
 
spiritual and divine. Below the trees 
the shadow puddles out. 
Meticulously the light passes. Meticulously 
 
the wind loosens off into the day.  
The sounds of insects 
carries unhurriedly into the air. (78) 
 
 
Welton’s synesthetic combinations of domestic ‘everyday’ objects and their careful 
placement in a three-dimensional setting help to ground the reader’s sense of 
'astonishment at the world’ which, Shklovsky writes, is essential to defamiliarization. 
Shklovsky goes on to say ‘this term presupposes the existence of so-called content, 
the content being defined as the decelerated careful contemplation of the world’ (qtd. 
in Berlina 14). In ‘The book of Matthew’ the light passes meticulously, insects move 
unhurriedly, the day is perpetual and immeasurable, there is ‘firm air’ then ‘flowing 
wind’, the morning light ‘assembles’ itself into the day. The content, the use of 
rhythm, the somewhat taxing syntax and attention to the temporal details of the poem 
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aid the deceleration while framing devices draw different and unusual details of the 
world to the fore for careful contemplation. A distinctive feature of Welton’s poetry is 
the way that he combines distancing the reader through defamiliarization with the use 
of rhetorical structures to invite them into the text. This is a recurring strategy for 
Welton: he uses constraints, which make objects unfamiliar, and involves the reader 
by making them a player in a game and he combines characteristics of writerly texts 
with readerly elements to draw the reader in. It is Welton’s attention to the way a 
reader engages with a text that makes for such a rich reading experience. 
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Conclusion: 
 
All poetry engages with form and content, but Welton has a particularly interesting 
way of interacting with both simultaneously. He neither uses form to deliver a pre-
conceived message, nor privileges adherence to elaborate formal rules. The way in 
which he engages with both elements stresses how form and content are not opposite 
poles that must be awkwardly straddled, but rather, features of a fluid and cohesive 
whole that make meaning through the way they relate to other. Studying a small 
selection of Welton’s poems at a cellular level has allowed me to understand how the 
components of a poem react to each other, and work together to create solid units of 
percepts and affects which, in turn, create innovative poetry. In examining Welton’s 
work I’ve come to understand how generative processes can produce texts that ‘say 
something’ (though	not	necessarily	something	paraphrasable)	in an original and 
meaningful way. Welton achieves this because, for him, as distinct from the Oulipo, 
the poem is his first priority; he uses constraints as a tool for constructing a good 
poem. Researching the different ways in which Oulipian techniques can be applied 
led to further questions like: what are the consequences of using constraints as 
triggers rather than rules? How does this impact on the creation of new literature? 
What are the positive and negative repercussions of treating the text as the 
demonstration of a theorem rather than a verbal object designed to produce certain 
effects on the readers? In the creative part of this thesis, I have used constraints in the 
style of Welton rather than in a strict Oulipian sense. This led me consider how 
techniques can be employed to make a constraint work for the purposes of a poem and 
how the clinamen can be used as a means of making a text more readerly, or as a form 
of play. Some of the constraints I use are loose (as in 'Ok Cupid') (50), and some are 
not strictly constraints but an aesthetic framework (as in Teen Puncta) (60-62).  
 
Constraints generate an unusual style of reading because they transform the process 
into a game. Barthes' theories of pleasure are effective in unpacking why Welton’s 
poems are successful because they focus on understanding styles of reading and the 
ways in which a text fosters them. His concepts are also useful for understanding the 
modes of thinking and feeling texts can induce. Deleuze’s critique in ‘Dualism, 
Monism and Multiplicities’ challenges Barthes' distinctions, and illuminates the ways 
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in which Welton’s poetry moves beyond these divisions. This in turn highlights how 
divisions between the readerly and writerly are only provisionally useful and it is 
often more productive to see desire and pleasure as constructive operations. Welton 
constructs poems that make space for the reader, that aren’t hectoring and over-
determined. I have adopted this strategy in my own writing: many of the people in my 
poems are designed to be somewhat notional. They may inhabit specific worlds and 
situations but they don’t have a past or a future. I have tried to subvert a dominant 
scenario in lyric poetry, which Welton describes in an interview with Alex Maconald, 
as ‘I was doing something and then something happened’. The	burden	of	having	to	make	this	event	signify	something	momentous can be either paralyzing for the 
writer or lead to their straining for transcendence. 
 
Reading a text that ‘leaves space for the reader’ may be a challenge, as the reader has 
to bring constructive imagination to the text. Welton counters the taxing elements of 
his work through setting up rhetorical structures and speaking positions that invite the 
reader into the poem; he also uses readerly elements and familiar generic frameworks 
to avoid alienating the reader. Welton’s sampling of many different genres enacts 
Derrida’s idea that every text participates in one or many genres (230). An apt 
example is the poem ‘The book of Matthew’ which has many generic frameworks 
embedded within the text, much like Chinese boxes. Each genre makes the reader 
look for a set of discursive properties, which brings different elements of the text into 
focus and leaves others in the background. The poem oscillates between setting up an 
expectation through genre then undercutting it with another genre, and this functions 
as a kind of ‘defamiliarization’ Defamiliarization is usually associated with surprising 
images, and this can be seen in the way in which Welton manages to create powerful 
scenes and situations using banal objects like, dust, milk, soup, shoes, coffee and 
chalk, but his use of genre effects defamiliarization at a larger scale too. 
 
The appeal of Welton’s work lies in both distancing the reader through 
defamiliarization, and including the reader in the text through the use of rhetorical 
structures. The traditional speaking position used in lyric poetry is that of soliloquy 
overheard by the reader. This rhetorical structure has an exclusivity embedded in it, 
the poet’s back is turned, and the reader is excluded from participation in the text. 
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Poems like ‘Hubba’ (26) and ‘Van der Kerkhoff’ (11, 17) unfold scenes and textual 
situations without prescribing an authorial vision that the reader must espouse. By 
subverting the traditional speaking positions used in lyric poetry, Welton upends the 
typically hierarchic relationship between the poet and the reader. He uses features of 
familiar genres as another means of drawing in the reader. For someone who finds 
poetry inaccessible, the language of sports draws featured in ‘South Korea and Japan 
2002’ (57-67) may provide them with a way into the text. I have attempted to use this 
technique in my own work by invoking characteristics of ‘reviews’ in the ‘Five 
Reviews for Lars Von Trier’ (52-53) and biblical texts in ‘Sad Witch Psalms’(57). 
Constraints create puzzles for the reader to solve and I have used this in my poem ‘Ok 
Cupid’ (50) to provide an alternative way for the reader to enter the poem.  
 
Studying Welton’s innovative techniques for navigating the impasses of the 
conventional lyric has highlighted potential areas for future research such as: how do 
constraint, pleasure and genre relate to readers’ changing relationship with language 
in the digital era? Has technology made language take on a more tangible materiality? 
What genre frameworks are at play in an increasingly digital world? How does this 
affect poetry? And, importantly, how does it shape how poetry is read? These are 
broad questions that are difficult to answer but convincing answers to them will have 
to be based on close examinations of experiments with the lyric like those undertaken 
by Matthew Welton in We Needed Coffee but… and The Book of Matthew. Welton’s 
poetry is special because he dedicates care and attention to the audiences’ reading 
experience, while sticking to his own unique and often challenging vision. It is this 
coalescence of formal rigor, intellectual generosity and an inquisitive, playful nature 
that crafts a truly contemporary lyric.  
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Ok cupid 
 
A man who ‘writes’ messages me on ok cupid saying he won’t read other 
authors, wants ‘it to be original’. A receipt is in the corner of the chat window. I 
hope that he gets the message. 
 
Cupid messages the other man who gets a window of hope that authors me. 
He wants the message to be original, he writes on a receipt.  I chat in the 
corner saying ‘it is ok…won’t be read’.  
 
Arrange today. Be at the grass. Plane some bodies to a low point. Here is 
what assembles overhead. Momentarily decide on the one to love. Do you still 
know that flies?  
Cupid says the original message won’t be ok. He authors the window and that 
receipt.  I corner a man of hope and chat in other messages.  
He wants to write it to me. Who gets read? 
 
At what point do you decide to love some one? Bodies arrange on the grass. 
The day assembles. A low plane flies overhead. Know that to be here is to be 
momentarily still.  
Desire reversing out a driveway. My eyes water lines of asphodels. End the 
real paradise scene. Shot the last piece of our tribute. I walk to the car. 
Still here at a low point. Love momentarily assembles on bodies, arrange 
some head. Today you decide on what to do-over: the grass,  ‘be the one’, the 
plane that flies.  
Our end lines paradise. I walk to the asphodels. Desire drives the real scene 
reversing a car out of shot. My eyes water, a way to tribute the last piece.  
The last piece of paradise walks out of shot. The eyes water. My tribute to real 
desire. Asphodels line our driveway. I end the scene: a car reversing. 
	 51	
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Nesting Dolls 
 
an angry old man is trapped  
inside a young woman who is angry  
at an old man who is whistling  
a tune in the quiet carriage  
while he is secretly full of rage  
because there is secretly  
a young woman inside him who is  
also full of rage because it is such  
an old carriage, and noisy! 
and inside her is an old man  
who is full of resentment  
because she is full of resentment 
and inside her is him – again!  
and his grief is hot and fizzing  
because he has grown too old to  
access her and he is forgetting 
more and more and forgetting  
that he is old and returning to  
his youth where we find her again  
and she is very tired, she is so tired 
of every whistle and every smile  
and dress and job because she is  
growing old too, which is where 
we find the old man who is no longer  
interested because she is no longer 
young, but she has never been young 
because inside her is every look from  
every man who is again whistling because  
he forgets about the quiet  
carriage where the young  
woman sits quietly 
fuming and petulant 	
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Five Reviews for Lars Von Trier  
 
Breaking The Waves 
Waves break through the emotional and mental challenge. A childish woman 
and hard wind. This too has a golden heart, much like the next one. I wouldn’t 
watch beyond the following frame if it weren’t for the handsome man who 
enters her bathroom. Morals batter the hull of an oil-rig until the last line 
arrives — which is also the first — covered in silk and hitched over her hips: 
the chime of dark organs nearby.  
 
Dancer in the Dark 
Some reasonable people will love this film and others will despise it... but we 
are not reasonable... we have spent too long reading the little box that 
describes the art. We know the arc of tragedies, and musicals — we dread, so 
here we find ourselves with Bjork in the depths of hell. We raise our fists and 
look for Lars who has left. He is scooting away on the surface of this shallow 
film to the spiritual sequel, featuring Nazis, his mother, a communist and a 
swan that will leave him wondering how to get out of this sentence. 
 
Dogville 
This is a formal experiment that knows film is not a kind of cement, it’s timber, 
which constructs the set.  You cannot pour it into a mold of any shape; its 
grain and springiness – as a builder knows – must be treated with respect. 
This has been fashioned into an allegory, but hasn’t been sanded for splinters 
(which protrude from the shackle around Nicole’s neck). Remember her labile 
features and how they have been poured into film after film after film.  
 
Melancholia 
Justine's face betrayed almost no fruit. Michael’s face was a changing map of 
emotions and attitudes. The evening, appalled, got up and left, taking its scent 
with it: sweet, honeyed and metallic with green and spicy facets that are 
limited to the destruction of philosophy. 
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Nymphomaniac 
Buttery light fills the cinema. Later, smell the computers, vague spices and 
cum. Many wonder why pictures that are available for a woman's body should 
be erotic. We know. Shia says he needs something that came out of their own 
bodies. Tissue. Litter by the bin. Days later they will find the bruises. Their 
shape sharpens as they become grey and blue. They live inside the cut and 
travel. Leathery light around three, you can see that she loves this 
picture. If you don't like that it was beaten, don’t worry, he just found the poem 
on the floor tied up in some fabric. It's also a little black and blue mark —
 not that he wrote it to stand out, not that he filmed her like that. He lives 
outside the cut, and travels. He has done what he likes to do, he writes from 
abroad. The light is constantly changing. He wants little wounds that will 
take a permanent record. 	
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Reflections on learning 
Sometimes while I am reading, I see a woman in my head who is me. She sits 
in an office. It is modern, large and bland, in a skyscraper that has many 
windows reflecting clouds, because she is so high up, perhaps the twenty-
ninth floor. She has her hair pulled back in a bun and wears a burgundy suit 
with a tag on the lapel that says ‘Holly.’ 
A plant next to her chair is nearly dead. She has a mug of black coffee that 
has long gone cold. She is slumped and bored, tearing pages from a large 
leather-bound book and slowly but determinedly eating them. Sometimes she 
stops, takes a swig of her coffee, winces, dabs away the coffee on her cheek 
with another page, and then eats that too. Holly stares ahead, her face 
straining in frustration. She knows I am watching her. She slams the book 
shut and rifles through her desk drawer until she emerges with my diary. It is 
flimsy and blue. She flicks through the pages at speed looking for something; 
wisps of hair escape the office bun. 
She stops, clears her throat, looks directly up at me and says: “December 
18th Hamburger Kunsthalle: How long did Otto Runge spend painting his 
wife’s double chin? I can see the old paint, he must have put it there and he 
must have layered it, each layer taking time, measurable units of time. The 
cracks in the paint of her double chin do not extend through to her face.” 
Holly gives me a stare so cold and piercing—I did not even know I was 
capable of it. “What is this? What, exactly, do you think I am up here for?” 
She lifts the leather-bound book from her desk and shakes it in front of me. 
“Do you know how long I have been here? I am digesting like a motherfucking 
bovine to get through this! For you…for you to produce shit like this?” 
She flings my diary at the window. It smashes through and sails down like a 
game bird, shot dead. She fixes her hair, drinks some more coffee and 
reopens the book. She ignores me and begins to hum, tapping her shoe to 
some unknown beat, then resumes chewing. Behind her cracks have spread 
through the window like capillaries surrounding the jagged hole. They have 
not, however, extended through to the top left corner, where cumulus creep 
into view. It is at this point I realize that I have not paid attention to what I am 
reading for some time now. I return to the beginning of the paragraph:  
We are no longer in the situation of a relationship between the actual image 
and other virtual images, recollections, or dreams, which thus become actual 
in turn: this is still a mode of linkage. We are in the situation of an actual 
image and its own virtual image, to the extent that there is no longer any 
linkage of the real with the imaginary, but indiscernibility of the two… (270) 
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Adaptions 
‘Pornography involves an abstraction of human intercourse in which the self is 
reduced to its formal elements’— Angela Carter 
The day before we move in together I’m reading Joan Didion in your bed, 
which is now ours I guess. She is writing about biker gangs and the movies 
that depict them: Peter Fonda tearing open a dress, a woman, a waitress. He 
reaches the end of the film with nothing to say. She describes how they 
gangbang a woman. A pile of sentences. Gangbang. The word sinks from my 
head through my gut to my cunt where it tingles.  I watch a woman get 
ploughed, obviously — all poetry is porn; calculated intimacy and brutal 
indecency, always performed for someone to see. We fuck until we’re a soft 
pool in the centre of this structure where we love each other, and I guess, we 
now live.   It’s hard to justify caesuras when I’m seeping like this, like sap or 
lukewarm toffee and a pain in soft teeth. So on the cusp of domesticity I sink 
beneath the shape of my trope into the warm mess of another. Unique 
feelings always evolve to hard clichés. But how to say it — the words, the 
building, the body. Where’s the tenderness in architecture?  
The trip and me, Joan the day before, I lay naked in bed.  He wrote this film 
describing them: Peter Fonda, a woman, not a waitress or something. He 
described how fascinating he was: understand the sentences. It stung. My 
master, legs and head. I have some pornography, a woman who apparently 
ploughed – but poetry is not porn; cruel and despicable acts, always someone 
looked. Those are good mouths or bellies or rocket warmth or blood vessels, 
which make caesuras difficult to justify. So I decided to sink under the actual 
family. Produce cliché. We are, we love each other, how good, and I live, in 
the middle of the pond. I am not God but I’m building obedience. Architecture 
is tenderness. 
John and me naked in my bed before traveling. His film, Peter Fonda, a 
woman writes anything he said. Of course, he remarked, how interesting! This 
expansion. Lord of the head and legs. But poetry is always porn; cruel actions 
and say – I have some fucking woman's leg! Caesuras are hard, stomach is 
soft, and heat the mouth of the vascular missiles. So I decided to put down 
roots in a family. The production clichés in the middle of the lake. How good 
we are: we love each other and live (reference to obey God's building). Mayan 
architecture.	
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Teen Puncta  
After Matthew Welton 
 
i) 
 
The cream on the bodies in the sun 
brings out a sheen  
like shop-light on persimmon 
 
or chlorine and hot chips 
that seeps through 
the shirt where fine arm hair 
 
in the breeze   bristles a little 
and the smell sinks  
deep into pores, preserving 
 
the afternoon she first gains 
cognizance of 
a certain kind of power 
 
found in the movement of water 
on a leg while 
ascending the pool step ladder  
 
that summer entered  
the mind like  
dye in a rip or shade  
 
that stretches from eucalypts 
concealing the  
skin’s sheen 
 
or fresh sweat or fine hair 
on the bodies that occupy  
the awkward yet promising first episode of the season 
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ii)  
 
The clothes on the line in the garden 
bring out a smell 
like omo or eucapylpt 
 
or jasmine and fresh sweat 
that wafts through  
the hedges where the deck chairs 
 
in the sun   splinter a little  
and shadows slowly pierce 
the boring tv light, preserving  
 
the ass shaped damp patch   
where hot tuna  
board shorts tore on  
 
a protruding rusty nail like a 
sun dial that  
punctured the light while 
 
the hard salty air and 
the subsonic traffic 
stalled by the window, that summer  
 
came on like quick sex or stage-  
lights revealing 
the heart  
 
shaped damp or sweat or jasmine 
or omo and eucalypt that 
blows through the feature length episode of the season 
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iii)  
 
The pants on the floor in the hallway 
bring out textures  
like cheap soap and night shift 
 
or satin and dense mist 
that creep through  
the blinds where the old beers 
 
in the heat   sweat a little  
and the day fails to pierce 
the plastic morning, preserving  
 
the heart shaped damp patch   
where two people  
puncture their thoughts 
 
of one another on a single  
spike of laughter 
that cracked the soapy tv light  
 
and the subsonic traffic  
assembling in corners  
of the hour or the mind or the eyes that 
 
come on like quick sex or loose  
jeans absorbing  
the damp  
 
that polishes the imperfect floors and  
thoughts or small change 
that we will carry with us for no good reason 
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Notes 
The first four lines of ‘Five Obstructions for Lars von Trier’ are taken from 
dialogue in Jørgen Leth’s film The Perfect Human. The line ‘that will leave him 
wondering how to get out of this sentence’ in ‘Dancer in the Dark’ refers to 
Lars von Trier saying ‘ I am of course very much for the Jews, not too much, 
because Israel is a pain in the ass, but still how can I get out of this sentence’ 
at the 2011 Cannes Film Festival. ‘Ok Cupid’ was written using a constraint: 
there are three paragraphs rearranged three times using exactly the same 
words, save for a few clinamens. ‘Ted Hughes vs. The Drowned Woman’ was 
made using the cut-up technique on ‘The Drowned Woman’ by Ted Hughes. I 
used Google Translate to morph the paragraphs in ‘Adaptions’, and finally, the 
text quoted in  ‘Reflections on learning’ can be found in: 
Deleuze, Gilles. Cinema 2: The Time Image. Trans. H. Tomlinson and 
R.  Galeta. London: Athlone.1989. Print.  
 
